Is eye cosmetic a source of lead poisoning?
Kohl is a lead-containing eye cosmetic applied to many infants in Israel and in other countries in the Middle East. Seven samples of kohl used in our region contained 17.3%-79.5% lead. We assessed 24 kohl users and 30 non-kohl users, aged 6-16 months, for blood lead, zinc protoporphyrin, hemoglobin, mean corpuscular volume (MCV), serum iron and calcium. Blood lead levels were significantly higher in the infants to whom kohl was applied (11.2 vs. 4.3 micrograms/dl, P less than 0.001) and were greater than 20 micrograms/dl in three of them. In the non-kohl users, blood lead levels were significantly higher in infants whose mothers used kohl (5.2 vs. 2.8 micrograms/dl, P less than 0.02). No significant differences were found in the other parameters. The kohl-using infants were significantly shorter at 3-5 weeks of age (P less than 0.005) but not at the time of the study. No significant differences were found in weight and head circumference at birth or at the time of the study between kohl-using infants and controls. Regression analysis showed that among the analyzed variables the infant's blood lead level was related only to the use of kohl. We conclude that application of kohl to the infant's or mother's eyes is associated with a significant increase in the infant's blood lead levels and in the minority of cases with asymptomatic lead poisoning.